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BRITTANY HOWARD 


What Now 


Unguarded emotion and bolder sonic invention 
on her solo second. By Sharon O’Connell 


OLLOWING the release being more adventurous in arrangements 
of their second album, and production. Howard took arelaxed 
Sound & Color, Alabama approach, so much sothat when she first 
Shakes were slated started writing, in March 2020, she didn’t 
toscale even greater really know she was making an album. 
heights than a US No1 Asshe tells Uncut, “I was just day-to-day 
album and four Grammy recording music in this little room ina house I'd 
Awards. However, Brittany Howard had reached a rented in Nashville, just going in there and kind of 
crossroads. Her decision to step away in 2018 wasn’t journaling my thoughts and feelings.” It was August 
amove against the band - “incredible” is how she 2022 when she went into the studio with a batch of 
described the Shakes’ achievements to Uncut — but demos, and around three months later What Now 


rather towards creative and personal fulfilment. The was finished. Most of the recording was done at 
wisdom of that move was borne out by Jaime, her 2019 | Nashville’s Sound Emporium, with players including 


solo debut, which landed asa tour de force of funk, theShakes’ Zac Cockrell on bass and drummer Nate 
jazzy R&B, soul and blues-edged rock, corralled into Smith, both returnees from Jaime. Clearly, there’s no 
songs about everything from racism toachildhood bad blood there, and though it’s been more than eight 
crush onan older girl. years since the Shakes’ last LP, officially they’re on 


Ifthat stylistic departure both surprisedand hold rather than disbanded. 


BOBBIRICH 


impressed, Howard has Thealbum’s title is 

trumped it with the follow-up, intriguingly slippery: itseems 
aJaime 2.0 likely to secure to echo our widespread 

her status as an auteur in collective despairand 

terms of both conception exasperation born of the 


and execution. It’s a bigger, 
freer-thinking and more 
dynamically audacious 
record; one which uses 
lessons learned from her 
debut — chiefly, to forget any 
fear and trust herself — while 
uniting her disparate musical 
loves and, with long-term 
collaborator Shawn Everett, 
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current global hellscape 
—what else could possibly 
happen? — yet lacks the 
question mark that would 
indicate righteousire. At 
thesame time, itsa kind 

of rallying cry: we must do 
something, pronto — but 
what? In fact, the title track 
tellsofalovethat’sdied > 


BOBBIRICH 


NEW ALBUMS 


Dazzling: 
Howardranges 
fromgarage 
bluestojazz- 
soulandbeyond 


andisa brutally honest, borderline venomous 
declaration of disengagement: “I surrender, let 
me go/I don’t have love to give you more”, sings 
Howard, in her thrillingly powerful growl. 
“You’re sucking up my energy/I told the truth, 

so set me free”. That statement, referring not to 
one particular partner but asituationship the 
singer found herself in again and again, is set to 
aninfectiously juddering, synth-soul backing. 
It’s both typical of the self-interrogation at the 
heart of this record anda strong argument for 
how much more effective a song may be if the 
mood contradicts the emotions expressed. It’sa 
juxtaposition Howard enjoys, having grown up 
listening to girl groups like The Supremes and 
The Marvelettes and later picking upon the same, 
bittersweet interplay in Latine music. 

What Now airs less obvious socio-political 
comment than Jaime: these new songs focus 
heavily on love and the singer’s behavioural 
patterns in relationships, her self-exploration 
the result of “for the first time being able to 
feel my feelings and look around” during the 
2020 lockdown. Meditation, counselling and 
alternative therapies, including sound baths, 
also played a part. The exception is “Another 
Day”, though its message, like that of the brief 
“Interlude”, which featuresa clip of Maya 
Angelou reading from her poem “A Brave And 
Startling Truth”, is more humanitarian than 


SLEEVE NOTES 


11 PowerToUndo 
12 EveryColor 


sweet mix of doo-wopand vintage R&B 
given warm, deep-space production. 
There’s a woozy cocktail of synth 
soundscaping and cosmic soulon 
“Red Flags”, which sees Howard admit 
toahabit of charging headfirst into 
love while ignoring all warning signs, 
her voice rising to a sky-scraping 
falsetto before dropping suddenly to 


H ra? en a choral chant, then drifting offinto 

3 WhatNow wordless vocables. 

4 RedFlags On the other side of “Interlude” sits 
5 ToBeStill the thumping “Prove It To You”, in 

; piano Day which mid-period Prince (Howard’s 

8 ProveltToYou voicesounds strikingly similar) 

9 Samson is recontextualised for loved-up 

10 Patience 


clubbers via broken beats, a tinkling 
keys motifand clouds of blissed-out 


InBlue synth. “Samson”, the longest track 
—— here at just over five minutes, follows. 
ienai Moody, sensual and effortlessly 
&ShawnEvereit lighton its jazz-soul feet, it features 
Recordedat: Fender Rhodes and aforlorn, 
SoundEmporium blues-soaked trumpet ina missive 
andRCAStudio, about summoning the courage to 
Nashville; Subtle 5 s 
McNugget leave a relationship when, mentally, 
political. In it Howard, a queer, mixed- Studios, Los emotionally and psychically, you’ve 


race woman, declares her faithina 
future where unity and understanding 


Angeles; Rue 
Boyer Studios, 


already checked out. There’s a radical 
switch with “Power To Undo”, where 


have displaced divisiveness and ee ais high-wattage falsetto, flashes of dirty, 
intolerance: “I believe ina world where BrittanyHoward buzzing guitar and cardboard-box 
we cango outside and/Be who we want (vocals, guitar, beats recall a mix of Unknown Mortal 
and see who we like/And love each other pape sites Orchestra, Prince and Jack White. 
through ou wild rae ‘aaa Paka a k Howard exits ee ihe ea lly 

ile her ground-level emotions Brad Allen ruised “Every Color In Blue”, 
give the songs viability, it’s Howard’s Williams (guitar), addressing the depression that’s 
artistry that sends them offonan Nate Smith dogged her since childhood ina voice 
pasa * A (drums), Paul j , i pean 
invigoratingly fresh course, switching Horton& Lloyd like an anguished angel, with plaintive 
between currents of Southern soul, Buchanan(keys), | trumpetaccompaniment. “Here comes 
R&B, astral jazz, psychedelic funk, RodMcGaha that feeling we don’t talk about”, she 

(trumpet), 


doo-wop, garage blues and rap, 
while her voice is variously mellow 
and tender, a belting force of nature, 
sweetly reassuring and degraded. 
The hypnotic tones of crystal singing 
bowls (played by two of her friends) 
act as a mood reset in between each 
track, while cardboard boxes, forks 
and an empty jug are used as instruments. On 
“Samson”, the otherworldly sounds of the Cristal 
Baschet can be heard. Opening the set is “Earth 
Sign”, where ina soaring, multi-tracked vocal 
Howard manifests her desire for new loveina 
way that’s more spiritual than carnal or romantic. 
“TDon’t” follows, reading like an ode to our post- 
pandemic existential malaiseand carried bya 


RamonaReid 
&Ann Sensing 
(crystal singing 
bowls), Thomas 
Bloch(Cristal 
Baschet) 


sings, “that dull cloud coming in on the 
horizon/I feel the rain but it’s allout 
ofrainbows”. Asalbum closers go, it 
strikes an unusually sombre note, but 
the singer told Uncut that she “didn’t 
want to wrap it up tidily. I didn’t want 
to end it like everything’s OK, because 
Idon’t think that’s realistic.” Asachild 
she didn’t talk about her feelings, “just never 

did. I always felt this shame aroundit. Like, you 
can’t tell anyone how sad you are.” Emotional 
truth-telling, broken taboos and myriad 
questions about how best to live her life in music 
that thrillingly expands Howard's artistry, rather 
than treads old ground. Which begs another 
question: where might she go next? 


GREAT BRITTANY 


Three key markers along the path to What Now 


Sound & Color 

ROUGH TRADE, 2015 

Alabama Shakes’ secondLP. 

showed they were no one-trick 

pony, Howard's songs moving 

themaway from their debut's 
rootsy garage-soulintoa more kaleidoscopic 
sound echoing Curtis Mayfield, Prince and 
Erykah Badu. Sheshook off the Ettaand Aretha 
comparisons, too: onthe desperate yetdeeply 
groovy “Don't Wanna Fight", she's more Betty 
Davis. 9/10 
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Jaime 

COLUMBIA, 2019 

Thetitle of Howard's 

exhilaratingly unpredictable 

solo debutmemorialisesher 

older sister, who diedaged 13, 
thoughits politico-personalsongstrack the 
complicated journey of her own life. She flexes 
the fullemotional and tonal range of her voice, 
while wowing with her guitar parts. Pianist 
Robert Glasper guests. 
8/10 


Jaime Reimagined 

ATO, 2021 

Anunexpected "reimagination 

project” andanotherno-rules 

opportunity for Howardto 

indulge her enthusiasm for 
exploring across genres. Artists stepping up 
withremixes include Michael Kiwanuka ("13th 
Century Metal"), Bon Iver ("Short And Sweet"), 
Georgia Anne Muldrow ("History Repeats", 
alsomade over by Jungle) and Little Dragon 
("Presence").7/10 


